Introduction
Few, if any, researchers would argue that focus group (FG) results are reliable and valid (Carey, 1995; Kennedy, 1994; McDonald, 1993; Smith, 1995) , and many articles are devoted to recanting various attempts to improve FG results with patches (Greenbaum, 1991; Kidd and Parshall, 2000; Morgan, 1995; Witthaus, 1999; Woodbridge, 1991) . In spite of these imaginative efforts, qualitative researchers generally agree the FG procedure is rife with problems that make the results unreliable at best. We can find no research that empirically demonstrates reliability, much less validity, in focus group research. We recommend a switch to nominal grouping sessions (NGS), instead of patching focus groups. We believe NGS is a very reliable version of the nominal group technique (Oakland, 2000) of qualitative research, and support this contention with the quantitative results of this study. This article also offers an updated comparison of NGS and FG research procedures.
A comprehensive review of the literature reveals several qualitative studies using the NGS procedure Langford and Duffus, 1999; Yelds et al., 1999) , and one journal article (Langford,, 1994 ) that quantitatively demonstrated the reliability and validity of NGS results Gates, 2000, 2001) . In the summer, 1994 issue of Marketing Research: A Magazine of Management and Applications, Dr Barry E. Langford statistically demonstrated very good reliability for NGS results in two nationwide studies of customers of two private passenger automobile insurers using different channels of distribution one direct writer and one writing policies through the independent agency system. His second study was an exact replication of the first, and the two studies taken together so strongly supported the superiority of NGS over the well-known weaknesses of focus groups that it is important to understand the basics of what Langford demonstrated before reviewing the results our recent, but very different study.
In the first study, Langford conducted six three-hour NGSs across the USA and used only those results to create a questionnaire containing the 72 unique, Likert-scaled attitudinal questions subsequently used in a national mail survey. The results of that survey showed good internal reliability, with Cronbach' s alphas ranging from the low 0.70s to the high 0.80s.
Langford immediately replicated the first study with an identical but independent population consisting of the customers for the same product of the second insurer. Again he conducted six NGSs with the same qualitative results. Thus, he used the same survey in the second study and found the same high alphas. Langford then used t-tests and chi-square tests statistically to compare each survey response of the two groups and found only one statistically significant difference between the responses of the two groups across 94 attitudinal and demographic questions. This demonstration of consistency through replication was a good indication of both external reliability and validity in NGS results. We find no research that demonstrates this level of internal and external reliability, much less validity, for focus group results. Even the response rates in Langford' s two studies were the same (22.9 per cent and 22.4 per cent). Table I is an update of Langford' s (1994) comparison of the NGS procedures with those of a typical focus group. The typical duration of an NGS is three hours versus two hours for a focus group. A close examination of the NGS procedure, as described in this and in Langford' s (1994) article, reveals that NGS is a combination of the best elements of depth interviews, clinical focus groups and the Delphi method, while eliminating the traditional weaknesses of these qualitative research methods.
Methodology
Our study provides additional quantitative evidence of the reliability and validity of NGS in a different context than Langford' s original studies. An NGS typically poses only two or three questions that generate the items to be discussed and ranked by level of importance by the same participants (customers, suppliers, employees, interested/affected citizens, and other stakeholders). We conducted four, seven-hour NGSs to determine the opinions/attitudes of real estate appraiser instructors, real estate appraisers, real estate instructors and real estate professionals concerning the appropriate 
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Individuals assigned to small groups (6-10) based upon their similarity to the target market Same Group members silently and independently generate specific discussion points concerning a general but singular, wellworded topic or problem N/A Each member presents one discussion point to the group without discussion in an iterative fashion until all participants' points are recorded on a board for subsequent discussion Specific, prepared discussion points are presented to participants by the researcher (the researcher and the research sponsor prepare the discussion points) In-depth discussion centers on the process of ranking each point by its importance to the topic of discussion (expressions of the importance of ideas are encouraged, but criticisms of others' ideas are discouraged as unnecessary in group dynamics)
Primarily unstructured discussion (criticisms of a participant's ideas/reasoning often are allowed) Discussion ends when the group has ranked, by consensus, all points by importance to the subject. This process generates both the rankings and the most important reasons/details for the rankings Discussion ends when the moderator/facilitator believes all important discussions have been completed on each prepared discussion question
The second and/or third NGS question is explored in the above manner after all discussion of the previous question is completed
The research report is prepared centering on the rankings of the discussion points of each subject, the generated reasons for those rankings, and a comparison of the ranked results among several NGSs. Participants' statements concerning solutions are added
The research report is prepared by listing the various responses to each directed question, often accompanied by the researcher's interpretation of the responses , and maybe a comparison of the researcher's interpretations among several FGs requirements for real estate appraiser instructors and real estate instructors in Florida. Each NGS was a split session with four hours during an afternoon, followed by three hours the next morning. Participants in each NGS consisted of six to eight representatives from across Florida in each of the four groups. We believe our use of groups as small as six participants and longer sessions (seven rather than the typical three hours) with twice as many subjects to explore (six NGS questions instead of the typical two or three) was a severe test of the reliability of NGS results.
Real estate appraisers and appraiser instructors considered the qualifications, training and personal attributes that are important for high quality appraiser instruction, and real estate professionals and real estate instructors did the same concerning high quality real estate instruction. In addition, all groups provided other information that should be useful in molding future real estate and appraiser instruction in Florida.
Each NGS began with an explanation of the NGS process, followed by all participants privately listing important elements of each NGS question. Group dynamics and probing by the facilitator/researcher were then utilized to uncover in-depth responses throughout participants' discussions and ranking of their opinions on the subjects examined. Each of the six questions examined in each NGS was completed before participants learned the subject of the next question. The results of the four sessions shown in Tables II and III include not only the ranked items/problems discussed in the session, but also some of participants' abbreviated suggestions for improvement. The four groups discussed the following six items: The 66 questionnaire items were rated by the survey sample in two ways in terms of: their importance to the overall effectiveness of the instructor on the job; and the level of competency an instructor should be required to have before teaching his/her first class. The importance of the competency to the job was measured using the following scale: 0 = do not know/cannot answer; 1 = very minor importance; 2 = below average importance; 3 = average importance; 4 = above average importance; 5 = very high importance.
The level of competence required on the first day was measured using the following scale: 0 = do not know/cannot answer; 1 = none necessary/can be learned; 2 = some is helpful but not necessary; Must have attended at least one session of each course the person intends to teach, prior to receiving the teaching assignment. The purpose of attending the class is to learn how an experienced instructor teaches/handles all the elements of the class Should have recently audited any one of the five courses (USPAP, AB1, AB2, AB2b, and AB3) specifically to study the teaching methods used throughout the course, and only secondarily studying the subject Have an understanding of the adult learner Have experience with using the available classroom technology Communication skills, with special emphasis on both the ability to explain concepts without losing or confusing the students, and the ability to answer students' questions with the same effectiveness They should have a sincere desire to teach for reasons other that collecting a paycheck (8) People skills (empathy, patience, likes people, friendly) (9) Motivated to teach (rather than to just collect a check for a teaching job) (10) Accessible to students outside the classroom (11) Have some real estate sales experience boring presentation poor speaking ability/habits speaking either too loud or not loud enough poor/inadequate explanations or responses to questions (3) Poor preparation for teaching the class. Participants believe that as much as 60 percent of current instruction suffers from this weakness (3) Poor/negative attitude toward the subject being taught (4) Distractive practices such as displaying nervousness, pacing, too many hand movements, jingling change in pockets, distasteful comments/ jokes, and wearing loud clothes. Participants believe that up to 30 percent of current instructors suffer from most of these weaknesses (4) Poor preparation of the material to be taught, as well as the classroom itself. Also, lack of or inadequate handouts to support and extend learning (5) Too much pure lecturing with no other form of learning mixed in. Participants believe that as much as 20 percent of current instruction suffers from this weakness (5) Poor or no offering of practical application of the course material (6) Instructor loses control of the class. Participants believe that up to 15 percent of current instructors suffer from this weakness (some instructors allow students to leave after taking roll, read other material/ publications, eat/drink, talk, listen to tape players, or even watch portable televisions in class, which distracts other students who are trying to learn) (6) Lack of class control (some students read other material, eat/drink, talk, and listen to tape players, which is distracting to other students who are trying to learn something, anything from the class experience) This question was not asked of the appraisers due to time constraints created by the fact that appraisers needed/used more time to consider the previous four questions about appraiser instructors than did the instructors themselves in NGS 1 Maintain the two-year, 30-hour CE requirement for state-certified appraiser instructors, but also require the same 21 hours for all other appraiser instructors to teach any of the five pre-license classes. In addition, the group unanimously suggested the following improvements in CE training (in no specific order): Attendance at one FREAB meeting should be in the 21-hour requirement There should be maximum flexibility for appraiser instructors to choose among available courses so they can use the time to attain new and usable learning. Participants strongly suggested there be no specific mandate of the number of hours of each type of learning to allow each instructor to spend much less time on courses concerning information they find boring and useless to their profession of appraiser instructor 3 = minimum competency is needed; 4 = moderately high level is needed; 5 = high level is essential on 1st day of class.
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In our analysis, we omitted the first data point (0) from calculations of our mean scores on each question and each category of questions because it represented only the inability of the respondent to answer the question. A systematic random sample of 1,035 potential respondents was drawn from the sample frame by the technical support staff of the Florida Division of Real Estate, and 277 usable responses (27 percent response rate) were received and analyzed.
Results
The 66 items in the questionnaire were organized into 13 teaching performance competencies: technical knowledge (five items), planning and organizing (six items), managing interaction (five items), commitment to FREC (Florida Real Estate Commission) education mission (six items), proactive orientation (four items), student development orientation (five items), class presentation ability (five items), impact on the class (five items), adaptability and flexibility (four items), personal motivation (three items) listening skills (four items) oral communications skills (seven items), oral presentation skills (seven items). Since these 66 items were derived from the items our NGS participants said were important, we hypothesized high importance and proficiency rankings by the representative sample on the 13 performance competencies would support the notion that the NGS results accurately reflect the opinions of the random sample, which in turn should accurately reflect the opinions of the population of interest. Thus, high importance and proficiency scores (means) would support the contention that NGS produces reliable and valid results. Table IV shows the means of the importance and proficiency ratings for the 13 performance competencies. Twelve of 13 performance competencies were rated at or above 4 for importance (above average importance) and nine of 12 were rated at or above 4 for proficiency required the first day of class (moderately high level is needed). The lowest mean of the importance scores was 3.95, or slightly below above average Table II Appraiser instructors (ranked) Appraisers (ranked) (2) Good communications skills (2) Well prepared instructor, including [in no specific order]: ordered/logical/interesting presentation periodic testing/probing for learning achieved providing a fill-in type outline for taking organized notes providing many illustrations of the material appropriate tests to measure real learning attained the room's ambiance was not distracting (e.g. temperatures , noise, lights, seating was carefully set before class) (3) Knowledgeable instructor in more than just the basics of theory presented in that text. Need broader knowledge of the theory and practice of real estate appraisal to blend with the text for effective learning (3) Material covered was directly relevant to real estate appraisal practice, so it was interesting and motivated us to learn (4) Challenges students to think (4) Good class control eliminated many distractions to the learning process (5) Interactive class experiences, such as group project/presentations, and role-playing (5) Interactive classes increase the amount of learning, as well as being easier and more meaningful (6) Entertaining.
(6) Concentrating on new course material, rather than rehashing the same old theories, motivated us to participate and learn (7) Giving real-life examples (7) Having lunch and breaks at the classroom encouraged interaction throughout the course, reduced tardiness, and facilitated networking and in-depth discussions among students (8) Showing empathy for students' needs w/r/t their learning experience in each course taught (2) Instructor training, including platform and teaching skills and knowledge.
[The training available from the Real Estate Educators Association was mentioned as an example, but respondents' agreed the ITI three-day course now offered in 14 states is better. The ITI course includes two days of platform skill training and one day of training in course writing. However, the participants felt that even this was far too little training in teaching skills, except for first-time instructors. They suggested requiring CE of at least three days every two years training in teaching theory and practice, and the use of teaching technology. Also suggested for experienced instructors was a periodic (every other year) peer review of his/her teaching methods and outcomes]
(2) BA or BS degree or five years of practical real estate experience (3) Telling, rather than teaching, such as [in no specific order]: boring only reading from the text disinterested/no enthusiasm for the subject or for teaching the subject offering only the``whats'', and not the``whys'' or``hows'' (4) Lack of current subject knowledge (4) Ignoring the learning objectives of the course (5) Inappropriate behavior, such as: using class for personal gain or political bias/forum boasting discrimination prejudicial/biased inappropriate/off-color stories (5) Poor course content and delivery preparation (6) Disorganized lecture from poor preparation and skipping around the material without learning-based purpose (6) Focused only on his/her self and disinterested in students' needs (e.g. promises not kept, such as saying s/he will answer the student's questions later but no doing so) (7) Rule breaker (class, FREC) (7) Does not match the lecture to the students' level (higher or lower) (8) Arrogant/condescending interaction with students (8) Instructor lacks credibility (9) Unavailable to students and avoiding students' questions both in and out of class The eight hours of``other approved'' education has a good hook in published outline, but the content is consistently much weaker than the outlines suggest. The consensus is that never more than half these sessions are of value to the students. Thus, the course content never lives up to the expectations generated by the hype of the outlines (4) Some diversity/sensitivity training w/r/t students' cultural differences.
At least half of the seven-hour FREC/law education is always worthless (5) Attend a FREC meeting every two years (biannually) Also concerning the eight hours of``other approved'' education, why not use ITI to train these hours? Instructor provides great handouts that are complete learning materials, rather than simply an outline of the lecture importance. The lowest mean of the proficiency scores was 3.67, placing the level of competency needed closer to a moderately high level needed than to minimum competency needed on the five-point scale.
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Thus, all of the 13 performance competencies are important and all require a moderate level of competency before someone can be an effective instructor. Further, the items rated highest on both scales were also those ranked as most important by the NGS participants. Additional support for the depth and breadth of NGS findings was provided by the eight blank lines with the same scaled response choices at the end of the questionnaire. Respondents were given the opportunity and instructions to list and rate additional competencies that may not have been covered in the survey but were important from their perspective. Although 85 of the 277 respondents contributed at least one suggested competency, all of the write-in suggestions actually were covered in some form elsewhere on the survey within the 13 original competencies. Combining this result with the very high means across all 66 attitudinal questions in the survey strongly suggests the value added by the empirical results of the questionnaire is little more than assuring us that NGS results are complete, reliable and valid.
However, before drawing our final conclusion on the output of NGS, we tested the reliability of the survey responses using two procedures Cronbach' s alpha reliability coefficient and Spearman-Brown Equal Length Reliability Coefficient. The closer to 1.0 the reliability coefficient, the less the questionnaire is affected by random factors.
Reliability coefficients were conducted on the two response scales for the 66 items. Cronbach' s alpha was 0.97 on both the importance ratings and the proficiency ratings, and Spearman-Brown was 0.93 and 0.92 respectively. Thus, we found very high estimates of reliability for the questionnaire that corresponded very well with, and was designed from NGS results.
We took one more step in testing the NGS results. A factor analysis was conducted using the products of the importance and proficiency ratings to determine whether the original 13 performance competencies identified through the NGSs were accurate. The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS v.9.0) was used to conduct a principal components factor analysis using a varimax rotation. A decision parameter of eigenvalues greater than 1.0 was used as this is the norm. The analysis identified 11 separate factors that were very similar to the original 13 created a priori by the researchers based on NGS results. Cronbach' s alpha scores on these factors range from 0.85 to 0.98. Thus, all tests for internal reliability produced excellent statistical results.
Conclusion
The combined results of the factor analysis, high reliability coefficients, and high means for the 13 competencies and their associated individual items indicates that all of the competencies identified in the four NGSs are important to instructor success. Further, none of the 277 respondents could identify any needed competencies that were not identified, discussed and ranked in the NGSs. These findings clearly and strongly support Langford' s 1994 and 1999 results, showing that NGS results are very reliable with good validity, in contrast to the results of typical focus groups. We further conclude NGS produces responses in greater depth and breadth than focus groups. The results of this study also help explain why our clients routinely abandon focus groups when they experience nominal grouping sessions, as well as why some are questioning the added value of conducting surveys after receiving the NGS report.
